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Teaching Studies of Society and 
 Environment in the Primary School

Figure 1.2: The continuum of essential 

SOSE knowledge and understandings 

An alternate approach to this area of study could be where the curriculum is developed around 

key concepts or understandings, and there is some discretion given to teachers and students to use 

a variety of suitable pieces of knowledge or facts to explore these concepts. If, for example, syllabus 

writers established that social justice as a global issue be investigated, then one example of that could 

be the refugee issue in Australia, along with many other examples. This approach assumes that a 

variety of facts are of equal value in exploring an issue and there is no need to mandate any particular 

set of them. Of course the danger with this approach is that some students may cover similar content 

in subsequent years. 

This then establishes the two ends of a continuum when establishing what knowledge and 

understandings are essential for the SOSE area. At the one end there are facts and groups of facts 

required to be learnt and at the other there are broad conceptions to be explored with potentially no 

particular facts more important than any others.

The idea that there are different forms of knowledge, as depicted, for example by Habermas (1971), 

provides a clearer understanding of why knowledge is not necessarily an easy area from which to 

make selections. He posited three groups of knowledge—substantive or propositional knowledge or 

technical knowledge (knowing something is the case); procedural knowledge or practical knowledge 

(knowing how to do something); and contextual knowledge or critical knowledge (knowing when, 

where and why to use given concepts) (Gilbert & Vick, 2001; Hoepper & Land, 2001). All three forms 

of knowledge would seem to be important, but once again how do we decide how much of each? 

Examining a range of curriculum documents from various Australian states and across the world shows 

that there are many different approaches. 

It is obvious that there is no one answer to what knowledge and understandings should be 

incorporated into the SOSE area. It is a value judgment that should be made with consideration of what 

kinds of future citizens we wish to promote. It is also quite obvious from the work of the Australian 

Council of Deans of Education (ACDE) (2001), Townsend (2001) and Spender (2001) that contextual 
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Bits of knowledge too important to 
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General understandings supported by a 

variety of groups of facts chosen for their 

relevance and illustrative potential


